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FAMILY ENVIRONMENIS AND LANGOKGE SKILLS -

A. number of investigators have examined both family environments and

the relationship between family environments and children's intelligence.

Overall the most successful attempts to develop and operationalize a model

-

of family environments have been kovided by Eeve (1963) and Wolf (1964)

as well as others (t%rhuk, 1969; Majoribanks,_1970, Keeves, 1972).

.The measures developed by Dave (1963) and WWI (1964) have become widely

accepted.and utilized by a number of researchers: Essentially the family

environment is seen as consisting of a series of forces or presses which

.influence the individual. The reseirchers have attempted to identify the

.environrrental presses that relate to sFecific behavioral characteristics.

These presses represent ongoing environmental process variables in thé

family'in\contrast to more static family variables, 'Such as father's

occupation,which are viewed as symptoms of environmental forces rather than

actual forces. It should be noted,that to operationalize the procesS

variables a 'number of specific.,_measurable-process-OaraC

process variable have been identified. ° The following prOcess variables and

characteristics have been Identified by Wolf (1964):.

Press for Achieverient

a) nattare of intellectual aspirations of the child

ho) nature of'intellectual aspd.rations for the child

c) amount of informatiOn about the child'.s intellectual deVelopment

d) nature of rewards for intellectual accomplishment

Press for Language Development

a) emphasis on language in a variety of situationS

, to) opportunities provided for enlarging vccabularv

c) emphasis on correctness of us



d) quality of language mOdels available

Press for General Learning

a) opportunities pFo4ded for learning in the home
a

b) opportunities provided for learning outside the home(excluding scO1)

c) availability of learnipg supplies'.

d) availability and encouragement of use of books

e) nature and amount of assistance provided tb facilitate learning in a

variety of situations

Essentially what Wolf has done is to identify family characteristics from

the literature and aggregate.them into composites called environmntal process

characteristics (EPC). The EPC'S are then further aggregated into

environmental4process variables om as illustrated above.J The EPV's are

the environmental forces and,are considerect.to be the major dimensions of

family environment. The measures develOped from this frame4ork are highly

reliable and account for respectable proportions of the variance in the

dependent variables of'interest. Essentially the family environimnt models

---ttell'atesearchers afe-gailar-to Wolf'S.

-
The present research is particularly interested in the effects that

family environment has on the development of linguistic abilities. The

importance of the acquisition of a verbal facility in children can not be
0

over estimated. Bruner (1956), Bernstein (1962),,Bereiter and Engelmann

(1966), Taylor and Skanes (1975, 1976) and Taylor et al.(1974) have shown.

the significance of lanivage facility in educational achievement. The
. .

language retarded child is at a cleardisadvantage-in'the present school

system. Further it is important to recognize that the disadvantaged child

does not make Significant gainS in abi,lity once he enters school. He only

falls further behind the advantaged child. This phenomenon has come to be

4
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called cUmulative deficiency, in wbich small deficiencies at an early age

lead to inferior learning Which in turn increases the magnitude ol deficiency.

Since a child develops much of hiS language capability in the,preschool years

the quality of-his language usage, to a large part depends upon the kind of

language models available to him. Language develops, from the babble period,

in a number of different directions depending-upon 4he way persons respond

to the child's first attempts at speech. Thus if the environnental variables

that contribute to-the development of la'nguage dan be *isolated an important

contribution will have been made to
e
the research.

The present research examines language on the basis of the model

developed by Dave;:(1963). He argues that the following characteristics are

'the main determinants,in the family environment) that imfluence the development

of language:

a) quality of language -usage of the mother (EPCA)

h0 opportunities for the enlargement and,use of v4bulary and

sentence patterns (EPCB)

C) _Is.ePPRq of tbp plrentLfor_efarrect_and_afect. nguage-usagN-BPGC4--4-:--"

Cther than some initial work done by Jones(1971) the researchers have

concentrated to the largest extent on the relationship between family

environment and intelligence and school achievement of children. Jones)nowever,

examines family,environment and linguistic skills. However,all.the research

suffers from a serious mithodological problem , in that the researchers conducted
.-

their studies using_samples of grade 5 children. No,effort was made to

control the effects of sChobling on the development of intellectualand

linguistic Abilities., Since sdhoolmay be an important determiner, of

intellectual andlanguageability it is inappropriate tO examine Grade 5

subjects and make the assumption that the family environment is-still the

- determining force in the development of abilities. It is much more

5



appropriate to examine abilities'in children who have had little or no
4

exposure' to formal schodling if an accurate picture of the influences,

of family environment is to be obtained.

MEHOD

Subjects

As stated previously one Of the faults of earlier research was that
P

it used Grade 5 students. To avoid this tha present sample consisted

Of Grade 1 students and their families. The families were interviewed and

the sample tested during September 1975. The Sample was chosen from two

small towns in Newfoundland. Twenty of the students were fran hames of

relatively low S.E.S. status (Peterviewr). The other twenty children were

from largely middle class homes 4(Botwoo1). Detailed data reganding the

families are presented in Table 1.

MeRlres

.Insert"Table 1 about here

Tc, measUre language abilities all children were adminiitered the Illinois

Test of Psycholinguistic Abilities. ,This is an individual test which provides

one of the better estimates'of language skills. The sample was also

administered the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children - Revised.

Tb measure family enviroments an interview scale baed on the work

of Dave (1963) was used. EVery family wap visited by a skilled interviewer

and interviewed in depth regarding the family environment.

Analysis

As the.purpose of the research was to examine the nature of differences in

abilitied and hame.environments of the groups a multivariate.analysis of

6



variance was Conducted. Tbkey "b" tests)vere also calculated." As well

correlatiaas were calculated between the variables and a multiple regression

analysis was conducted.

Results and Discussion

As can be,seen in Table 1 there_are significantpfferences in the family

background variables other,than mother's occupation. Mother's

occupation was not significantly different in' the two communities becatthe of the

pact that the mothers were almost all bousewifes. The otherfamily ,irariables

that were examined were the three process characteristics associated-with

:-

language development. As shown in Table 1 there are significant differences

favoring the Botwood sample.in these as well. Also, as shown in Table 2 the

Botwood sample rcores significantly higher on all but one of the language

Insert Table 2 about.here

variables. Thus children from hames that score highest on language process

variables and We appropriate models to follow deVelOp mare adequate

gki7.1sthan,chirldren fran-homeS-wher-e-the-,apprepriate models

are not so-readily avialable. 'However, this id a far too simplistic

iilerpretatiOn of the present data as the groups differ on6a number of other

'family variables as well. In an effort toprovide an analysis of-those

riables which were the best predictors of'the dependent variable, correlations

'were calculated and a regression analysis conducted. The intercorrelations

between variables are presented in Table 3 and a number of findings are of

interest. For ins ance all the variables, other than sex, correlate highly

Inser't Table 3 about here
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with the composite psycholinguistic age (CPLA). Further,if the intercorrelations

are exa4ne1 it can be seen that the variables other than sei intercorrelate

quite highly. There Are specific intercorrelationS_that'are quite interesting

as well. For instance; the negative correlation between number of children'

and the three-BPC variables indicates the relationship between family size

and the language press of the hame. That is, the larger the family the
-

lower will be the quality of MI-IT:age models. AnAher interesting

relationship represented in Table 3 is the corr1ation between quality
0

of language usage of the mother and mother's education, indicating, as

might be expected, that the higher the mother's education the higher

.the quality of the language'usage.

In an attempt to discover which of the variables or combination of
_

variables was the best preaintor of language abilities a regression

analyais was undertaken. It should be-noted that because of the relatively

small sample size the resulti of the regression analysis must be:viewed with

same caution. HoweVer the adjusted "R" square reported is a more accurate
6

--estimate of tfie variance accoun; or - jus an. square.z- ,e regression

analysis was undertaken,in the following fashion. Tlie full model Was used

asthe first Step in the analyais. Further analyses were conducted by-

dropping one Variable from the analysisAile retaining the'others.

'This was continued until each variable had been dropped fralpthe full model.

The adjusted "R" sqdare for the full model was 0.72.- By eliminating one
y

of the independent variables while retaining the others, the adjusted

"R" square ranged fram 0.70 to 0.72. In'an effort to determine the

overall effects of the FPC's the three variables were combined and.

dropped from the model. This`only reduced the,adjusted "R" square too0.69

8
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Similar findings-were discovered for all variables but one, intelligence.

When intelligence was omitted frOftl the model the adjusted "R" square-

was reduced to 0.57. It NoUld be eipected that the WISC-R scores would

-account for a significant arrôurtt of the variance as it is so highly

correlated_with the In future analysis it is planned to drop

the verbal subscales and use only several_ of the performance sdbscales

as a measure of intelligence. This may reduce the correlation between the

measures of language,and intelligence somewhat and reduce the amount-of

variance accounted for by the intelligence measure. Other than intelligence,

then, the oither family variables contribute about.egually to the predictive

efficiency of the model.
a

,The results.of the'present resear.ch2are sotewhat surpriSing. It was

expected that adding the hou6'spress for language ability would increase -

the predictive efficienqy of:tne model. However, the EPC variables appear

t8 cOntribute'little more to the mbdel.than variables,. such as,iather's

occupation, generally.considered to be only-gross indicators of the family_

environment. The data indicate that for the present sample the so-called

gross indidators of family envinonment are as good a predictor of language-
,

.abilities of tletthildren 'as in-depth interviews with families regai.ding.

'the language characteristics of the home. Hence DaVe's (1964) =dad_ is

not_applicable to the _Present sample.

In an effort to provide an explanation for these findingSd:-

recent unPOblished'paper by Williams (1974) .offerS some useful Suggestions.

Williamb (1974) argues that the press theory models of family environment'
"

provided by Dave (1963)-and Others are'.inappropriate. They are-neither_

parsimoniems nor valid. Rather, Williams argues that family. environments

Should be organized ardund, three dimensions:

9



*a.

a) the stimuli parents provide in the form of ol.Dortunities to

dnteract with a wide range of uaterial

-
.WIthe nature of the reinforcementfor approptiate performance

c)- the skpectations parents hold for a child's performance
-

Williams re-eXamines the data prox;ided by a number of researcherS

r 4

and concludes the social:learning model-he proposes'provides the best

data-model fit. However Williarns'model has not'yet been -cperationalized.
,

If Williams is correct in suggesting that the press theq7 of family

environments is inappropriate this may account for the presel results

which ind!..cate thit press for,language'developement is no better a

ExediCtor,of langUage.abdlity in children than father'scccupation. It is.

necessary in future research to ationalize and test Willians' :Aodel

to discover-if the stimuli, reinforcement and expectation dimensions
-

contribute substantially to the Predictive efficiency of family

envircnment mode&

;

411,
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